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Twitter is regarded as a highly popular platform for online communications. It was said to have played a role in
facilitating – 140 characters at a time – social movements that supported key events such as the Arab Spring. And
because Twitter messages (or 'tweets' as they are called) are compact and quickly transmitted, they are widely
used to spread and share breaking news, personal updates and spontaneous ideas.
While some might view the vast amount of information on Twitter as a load of 'noise', others see it as useful data for
media research. After all, it presented a host of new content that did not exist before, in the era of newspapers,
radio and television. And, despite the growing popularity of Twitter-based scholarship, content analyses of tweets
were relatively few and far between.
In 'Comparing Twitter and Traditional Media using Topic Models
(http://www.mysmu.edu/faculty/jingjiang/papers/ECIR%2711.pdf)', Jing Jiang
(http://www.sis.smu.edu.sg/faculty/infosys/jingjiang.asp), an assistant professor of information systems at
Singapore Management University (SMU) teamed up with a group of researchers to uncover the unique kinds of
information contained on Twitter. The paper was published in the Proceedings of the 33rd European Conference on
Information Retrieval.
“Twitter is often used to spread breaking news, a particularly important question is how the information contained in
Twitter differs from what one can obtain from other more traditional media such as newspapers… Knowing this
difference could enable us to better define retrieval tasks and design retrieval models on Twitter and in general
microblogs,” the researchers said.
What the blue bird said
Do certain topics get greater spread and attract more opinions on Twitter? In answering this question, the
researchers used unsupervised topic modelling to conduct content analysis on Twitter, as well as articles on the
New York Times (NYT) from November 2009 to February 2010.
Because tweets are not typically labelled and grouped into categories, unlike the NYT articles, the researchers opted
to categorise the topics on Twitter by matching tweets with the most similar NYT topic. They then used text-mining
techniques to compare between the mediums.
The results showed that though Twitter and NYT cover similar sets of categories, their relative degrees of presence
differed. For instance, 'style' is a strong category on Twitter but not on NYT. Twitter also had relatively more
tweets and users discussing entity-oriented topics, compared to NYT. In contrast, event-oriented topics are less
popular on Twitter.
“We suspect that many entity-oriented topics are about celebrities and brands, and these tend to attract Web
users’ attention,” the researchers wrote. So they looked at the entity-oriented topics on Twitter and found that 10
of the 19 entity-oriented topics were on celebrities, and the rest, on brands and companies.
The researchers also noted that while coverage of the ‘Arts’ was relatively similar across both mediums, the nature
of the topics covered within the category differed. Entity-oriented topics such as “Lady Gaga” and “Chris Brown”
would appear more frequently on Twitter but receive less attention on NYT. On the other hand, topics such as
“museum” and “history” received more coverage on NYT, compared to Twitter.
The researchers found, additionally, that opinions and expressions differed greatly between both mediums. They
noted that though 'Education' was not a popular category on Twitter, the total number and proportion of
opinionated tweets ranked highly. Other categories, such as 'Tech-sci', 'Business' and 'World', were ranked in the
middle on number of tweets but they were ranked lowly on opinionated tweets.
“This change of ranking suggests that Twitter users tend to use Twitter to spread news in these categories rather
than discuss their own opinions on news in these categories,” the researchers said, adding that lifestyle-related
categories, such as 'Style', 'Travel' and 'Sports' tended to trigger more opinions.
Explaining why entity-oriented topics attract relatively more opinions than event-oriented topics, the researchers
said it may be because many event-oriented topics relate to 'World' and 'Business' categories while entity-oriented
topics relate more with celebrities, brands and lifestyle subjects. They noted, however, that event-oriented topics,
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such as the breaking news on the Haiti earthquake, would receive more 'retweets', or rather, the forwarding of
tweets.  
This observation is interesting because although previous analysis had shown low strength and coverage breadth for
'World' topics, Twitter users were most active at spreading 'World' topics and that retweeting was an important
means of disseminating news information. “So although Twitter users show relatively low interests in world news,
they actively help spread news of important world events,” the researchers said.
On the whole, the researchers postulated that Twitter serves to complement traditional mediums as a valuable
source of information for entertainment and lifestyle topics. The next frontier for Twitter-based studies, according to
the researchers, will be to advance systematic analyses of Twitter content – to distil knowledge from 'noise'.
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